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The People's Republic of China <PRC) in 1870 was a nation 

nearlg alone in the world. After its ideological breal¢ with the 

Soviet Union in the earlw 1850's, the PRO developed its own 

foreign oolicies along radical lines, verballw attaching the 

Soviet Onion and supporting revolution in the Third World using 

its own militarg exoerience as a model. Though the PRC's 

influence initiallw increased, it then decreased as the 

revoluticnacw movements it fostered failed. The ~reat Cultural 

Revolution from 1966 through 1988 directed PRC energies and 

attention inward -- domestic turmoil reigned. Hore foreign 

governments and revolutionarg movements which the ?RC had 

supported were estranged. In the end, the voices of moderation 

began to be heard, and the reformation of the basic partw and 

state structures began. Disagreements developed among PRO 

leaders as to which of the pre-Cultural Revolution policies, 

including foreign policw, ought to be resurrected. This was the 

canvas upon which Cho En-Lai undertook to create his grand 

strategy. 

How did Chou see the world in his "mind's ewe m'' First, his 

ewe was that of a geopolitical realist. He saw nation-states as 

actors. He saw a multipolar, not a bipolar world. He 

concurred with the Nixon view that in the earlw 1870's a new 

world order was emerging consisting of five centers of power - 

the US, USSR, Western Europe, Japan, and the FRO. This anaiwsis 

was generallw consistent with the more frequentlw mentioned 

Chinese model which divided the world into Superpowers <U.S. and 
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• ~ . . . . .  ~ = * - ~  ~ L , ~  ~ e s t ~ r ~  ~ ' ~ r D ~ S  and 

Jaoan) and the Third World ,.orssumahlw under Chinese _ea ....... p]~. 

m~su sa~ that ~= ~ ~ .... " ' " , ,.~ . . . .  ~,~ s~=~icn at hans imvo/.'ed :he ~°r's 

national interests --~ ,'~ ~--~ " _ , Its =,,~ su~s~=~,~=aL threats ~c them 

,crimar~ interests .'mere in basic =~ ~ . . . . . .  _~c"-itg m===ns~ ~- the cc~ntrg 

in t ~=~,~ ~=aoe cE over a ml ~ l~cn Soviet trccms massed al---~,~ ~..m~:i'=a's 

. . . . .  i= . . . .  o~mr was ~_,~a~.~ a v i t a l  m~= ns~ona, interest ..... sour 

relations z:j~,, . ..... lets, numerous .... =~ 

occurred over ~h--_. _ mast. severe ~ uears_ . ~h =~ _ creced --~=;,_ -=__ ~=.~,~ _-~m68 

Sc'.;~et in'~'as~on" ' 0£ Czechcs~c'..'a'<ia._ -- and the an~ ....... m~n~ c~_= ~,~he 

~rinc~-i =.. _ c£ "l ~m~.e~' sovereigntu"_ cr Erezhnev -n-~-ine .... -- made 

the ~-- ~ - mu ~= Soy ~ . . ~  . . . . . . . .  ¶v'e strike - _ ~ ,  

--==~- -~,_e use -.£ nu_~=~.-~--- weapons seem a.~" ~ the m, or== credible. 

Chcu also saw a rel~t =~ ita' interest iT< .... '-~ ~eh 

maintai':in3 a £a'.,'srahle world order, that is. a balance of Dower 

conduci.'e tsa Ohinese sense c £ :,~ell being and sscurit'u. In this 

~ .  = =  . . . .  = ~ = .  ~ . . . .  ~ = = ~  ~ : a s  a n  e : < o ~ n s i s n i s t  ~ c ' . . ' i e t  £ c r e i g n  

. . . .  , ~ , , ~ . - n  c : J , , . _ ,  o ' . . e r o s w e r  a pol:ou .... called "social imoerialism . . . . .  "~-' ~ 

r'~na alone in ~,= world Soviet ~"-~"=-- ~ . . . . . . . . .  ~ , , ~ .  . . . .  = n ~  i n  U e t n a m ,  i n  

Egwp +~. and in Cuba, as well as along the oo~ ,.. border m =~--~.~ all 

e'.." i ~--- its . . . . .  ..... e o f  quest for global hegemong Scvi =~ ~=signs in 

India were evident. Chnu saw the Soviets hui ~_.nw- a -=~-=.~ .<g o f "  

a__.= .... s around the PRO ~n an e~fcrt ~- contain and ~ .... ~e h e r .  

OtJ,_~ threats to equi ~.ibrzum which China parcel "'=m,._~ wsr= ~- ~"-_~,= 

zossihi ~ {~" s£ Jaoanese rearmament and ~itaristl- <a'-=onallsm 

and so,los=on hetueen ~h_ Suoerpowers a~ainst Oh=nasa interests. 

U , S ,  i n a c t i o n  a £ t e r  t h e  S o v i e t  i n ' ~ ' a s l s ' ~  3 £  ~ z ~ h ~  . . . .  ] , i a  . . . . .  



u a e  seen as am e:<amole ~= m .... ~' =- colluslon m= ~ ~ O e ~ w ~  . ~ course, in 

view c£ ~-~,,= state of relations or lack 0£ them between th =_ PRO 

and the SuDeroowers the possibilitg o£ war with ~-~ them 

(the ultimate "collusion") could not be dismissed. Further, as 

American imfluence waned in the Pacific, more opportunities far 

. ~h~ the Soviets might appear which would shi~t the balance m 

U~+ = = l~nam~s~ situation, in particular, was o£ concern. 

• ~ 

C h o u  a l s o  m u s t  h a v e  s e e n  t h a t  t h e  e c o n o m i c  n ~ _ ~ o n a ~  

interests oE Dhina could be ~urthered by breakin~ ~t oE 

isolationism. The eccnomicallg backward societw could profit bg 

access to the more advanced technologies of the ~ .... .... cued world. 

• ~ ~ ~ He would also have identiEied at most a major in~e~s~ ~n the 

e,.pc~a~ion cE Chinese i~eolagical values to other countries, 

though this was not nearlg so important to Chou, the realist, as 

* ~ ~ication 0 £  was international equilibrium. Finally, ~h_ reunl m 

Chinese territorg -- resolution o£ the Taiwan issue -- was a 

malor national ~nterest because ~ ' " ~ _ of _ ~ involved the ieg_~macu the 

PRO and resolution o~ the issue of leadership of the Chinese 

~eoale. 

Rlthough Ohou must have observed that the the world 

situation aE£orded him several unique opportunities, his 

constraints at home were severe. U.S. international ~n£1~ence 

was waning. Olvisions within the Western Bloc were ...... ~.,~ over 

the Euture course of the seeminglw endless Wietnam ,~ar. 

Similarlw, the Soviets Eared their own political di£ficulties in 

the wake c~ the Czech invasion. The opportunitw tc drive a wedge 

between the superpowers to ~orestall ang "collusive" tendencies 



presented itself. The international signals sent hw the US 

indicated a Western readiness to talk. The U.S. was ohviouslg 

looking for options in Wietnam. The PRC was a major mnknown in 

the salculations as to how to "liquidate" that situation, PRO 

invcl<'ement would benefit the U.S. in dealing both with Ho Chi 

Hinh and the Soviets. The U.S. also obvicus!w shared the PRC's 

interest io curbing the Soviet hegemonic tendencies. In short, 

the world situation made the PRO particularlg useful to the U,S. 

at this moment in time. 

The domestic political situation in the PRO was a powerful 

constraint. The chronicallw unstable internal political 

situation denied Chou ang opportunitg to forge a domestic 

consensus on what foreign Dolicw ought to be. The Great Leap 

Forward and the Cultural Revolution precluded national policg 

formation. Strong support e>~isted for the continuation of 

previous hard line foreign policies: the U,S, had been denounced 

as an imoerialist archenemw for some BS wears; from the late 

1HSO's to 1SH~ relations with the Soviet Union soured, resulting 

in its since being particularlg stronglg denounced as a 

"social-imperialist." 

Although changes in approach were taking place as a result 

of the excesses and failures of Wears past, the legacg of those 

wears and its impact of the Chinese people remained. Thus, both 

the US and Soviets remained ideological enemies of "the ~eople". 

Because the U,S. had been presented as the absolute antithesis 

of all the PRC stood for under Hao, an W ontions which involved 

the U.S. would likelg be domesticailw sensiti~'e and ootentiallw 



destabilizing to an alreadw unstable soclEtw. Thaw would 

certainlg ha~,,'e to he reconciled with the ideologg :2hich the 

ChinEse ~eople had been '~sol ~'' and had ~ived w ~,, ~ years. ~ng 

PRC concessions would be criticized bg both the So,Jiets and their 

sgmpathizers as a subversion of the international communist 

mo~,ement and capitulation to the enem W. 

The So',,,iets also greatl~ complicated the ~omestlc situation 

in another wag. The divergent paths c~ Soviet and Chinese 

Communism, the continued bleal; relations of the PRC with the 

So%~iets, and the obvious threat posed bg the pmesemce of the 

powerful enemg on the northern border resulted in continued 

internal pressure from factions which believed that a reduction 

in tensions through accomodation with the So~,,~iets would be more 

appropriate than the continuing mutual ~rba~ assaults which were 

a fixture in FRC operation. Indeed, such factions were 

perilouslw close to holding the upper hand. Further instabilitw 

or hardening of relations with the Soviets could spell internal 

disaster because of the fear of the immediate phgsical threat. 

How did Chou assess Chinese mower? He clearlg recognized 

that it was limited. While he had the most powerful militaru 

forces in Rsia, thaw were no match for the So'~'iets, being 

defensive in nature and lacking ang nuclear deliverw capabilitw 

which would threaten Moscow. While Chins's huge pooulation and 

considerable resources made it a potential economic giant, its 

economic and technological backwardness and its ',;irtuallw 

continual political turmoil prevented lull mobilization of that 

potential, Chou well appreciated the pswchologioal dimensions of 



power. For all its shortcomings, if China could demcnstrate its 

prestige and importance to the world, its ootential would allow 

it to again align itself with and likelg assume a leadership rcle 

in the the Third World. It would thus acquire more Dower bg 

virtue cf that relationship. The particular leverage that the 

PRO held vis-a-vis the U.S. both with regard to the Soviets and 

the Wietnam issue provided an opportunitw to demonstrate that 

imoortance. 

Chou's primarg foreign policg objective was to create a 

balance of power favorable to the PRO bg resisting the expansion 

of influence of the Soviet Union, the primarg threat to 

equilibrium and, secondarilg, ang similar aspirations bg others. 

The primarw objective included actions in preparation for defense 

against anw Soviet attack on China. R secondarg objective was to 

isolate and divide the Superpowers so that their influence in the 

Third World and their abilitw to collude with each other to 

China's detriment would both be minimized. R third objective was 

for the PRC to reassert itself in a leadership cole in the Third 

World. Finallg, Ohou wanted to reunite mainland China and 

Taiwan under the PRC banner, but he observed that this was a verg 

long term issue. 

The grand strategy of Chou En-Lai was, as is well kncwn, 

built around rapproachment with the West, and the US in 

particular. The PRC would open the channels, but, since the US 

was still an ideological archenemw, the PRC could not appear to 

"sell out" hW compromising its principles. The stcategw relied 

on the fact of meeting, of mutuallg understanding the other's 



percsptlcns and ~irections, and of normalizing relations, rather 

~ha,, agreeing on specific undertakings Th= normalization of 

relations would introduce a new element of uncertaintg in the 

Soviets' calculations and ~_s~L~n~-= ~--~ * in their actions. Flaking 

positions of the parties mutuallg known would provide some 

assursnce that the U.S. and Soviets would not jointlw DoDoes 

the PRO. Relations with the U.S. would open the door to 

n ..... a_izat!on of relations with the rest of the Western BLoc and 

create inroads into the Second Intermediat~ Zone. m~h~., would 

move the wag =or PRO entrg ~nto ~ United r , , ~  ~,,e a • ~ ~ .. . . . . .  one, forum which 

would provide the ppr..~ legitimacw and would faci'itete~ the °°O's, ~. 

efforts to align itself with the ~ • ,,=rd World nations at the 

exoense cf the Soviets, thus m= ~ ~- ir ~ , - ~  ~ h ~  mn~cm.n-,,g the . . . . .  uenoe. ~, = 

C e s L ; l t  w o u l d  b e  e n h a n c e d  P R O  p r e s t i g e  a n d  e f f e c t i v e n e s s ,  

diminished Soviet influence, and political isolation of Tai~an, 

Since the normalization of relations could not be allowed to 

visiblu compromise PRC public positions, it was a matter of 

imoortance that the Chinese allegiance to its guiding communist 

principles he reaffirmed and highlighted for domestic consumption 

sc as to accomodate the ideological difficulties inherent in 

rap? .... ~=n~ ............ with the enemg. It was also important tlnat the 

~a=-~-~cal rhetoric remain strong so that the oublic '-erceotion 

of ~h~ imperialist thr~at would remain tangible, resu'~-ng n 

c o n t  4 , , = ~  . . . .  ~n~_~ support for the rapid militarg buildup the P~C was 

undergoing. This would meet the ~o~m~,'~ ~ . - ~ ~ o ~  challenge and the 

broader balance of Oower concerns. ~h~.~e. ization of issues 

such as "Superpowers versus Third War ~m~,'' inherent in t~e~ 



rhetoric, would also give the PRO legitimacg as a de Facto Third 

World spokesman. 

The tool of statecraft which Chou used, nearlg e~<clusi'Jelw, 

was diplomacg. Channels wars quietlw ooened and the China Summit 

took place. The parties understood each other's general 

ohilosophies and intentions. Specific commitments were avoided. 

The Chinese introduced uncertaintg into Soviet expansionist 

calculations. Thsw received U.S. assurances that it had no 

territorial aspirations and would remain in the Pacific to 

balance the Soviets For Wears to come. The Shanghai Communique 

provided the Chinese the means to publiclg state their 

differences with the U.S. on major issues, thus demonstratin~ to 

their own people and the world thaw had not "sold ~u~.,+ " Thaw 

also obtained U.S. recognition that the Taiwan issue was an 

internal matter and a commitment that the U.S. troops would be 

withdrawn in the future, paved the wag for PRO entrw to the 

United Nations and the expulsion of the Taiwan government of 

Chang Kai Shek, and set themselves up as a Third World spokesman 

-- all in one summit in which thaw gave no ideological ground. 

Chou then set about to normalize relations with other 

Western Bloc countries. Assurances against rearmament were 

obtained from Japan. The PRO was seated in the United Nations, 

and Taiwan was expelled. Ties with the West opened uc 

ooportunities For modernization and economic advancement. But 

most important, the channels through which the PRO could 

influence future U.S. actions were also ooened. Those channels 



were used. amcng othem things to urge ~ , ~,,e U.S. to keep its 

commitments and maintain the balance. 

Chou lacgelg fulfilled his objectives. The balance shifted 

against the Soviets, although instabilitw resultin9 5tom the 

Soviet - Indian Friendship Treat W caused ccncern in the shcrt 

term. While the solution to the Taiwan issue remains Foc the 

future, the process has begun. 

Ohou's actions were masterful -- the result of his 

recognition of an extraordinarg cpportunitg on the one hand and 

his abilitw to wor~: within severe constraints cn the ~h_~ b W 

balancing the contradictcrw requiFements oF realitg and ideologg 

im the unstable international and domestic arenas. The high risk 

- high reward strategw oF rapproachment with the West was a well 

conceived plan bg a remarkable man and has paid handsome 

dividends For the People's Republic of China, 


